*Dear Editor:*

**Role of Military Medical Personnel as Part of the Public Sector During the COVID-19 Outbreak in Korea: A Personal Experience**

I am a physiatrist and a lieutenant colonel of the Republic of Korea Army. I have been away from my family for over 2 months and have been dispatched to the Incheon International Airport Quarantine Station, which is Korea's largest international airport, as a medical staff member to address the national health crisis of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak.

Ever since a 19-year-old woman of Chinese nationality was first confirmed positive for severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) at the Incheon Airport Quarantine Station on January 19, 2020, the government has made the status of confirmed patients and their travel routes transparent. The government has also encouraged people to voluntarily prevent infection through transparent and real-time information disclosure and has been responding to the COVID-19 epidemic without taking extreme steps such as an immigration ban or city lockdown.

This open policy has led to the fact that airport quarantines are crucial, and this has been our busiest time in establishing a new airport quarantine system for SARS-CoV-2 screening. I support the quarantine service in blocking the viral influx by conducting SARS-CoV-2-related epidemiological investigations and real-time PCR inspections of domestic and foreign passengers entering Korea. These are being conducted with a team of 20 military doctors and 10 nursing officers. From March 17 to 19, 2020, with the help of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, I have safely transported 80 South Koreans from Iran to Korea via a chartered aircraft.

The military medical personnel are extending complete support for Korean public health during the COVID-19 outbreak in various ways, as follows:

1.  \(1\) Dispatching military medical staff As of April 24, 2020, the Ministry of National Defense has dispatched about 940 military medical personnel to 12 places within the country. Experts such as liaison officers, epidemiologists, and quarantine officers have been dispatched to the Korea Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (KCDCP) headquarters and to the airport. Currently, about 600 military medical personnel have been dispatched to infectious disease management hospitals (both civil and military hospitals) designated by the KCDCP. A majority of them had been dispatched to the Daegu and Gyeongbuk regions, which are located in the southeast Korean peninsula and are the most seriously affected regions in Korea (82.0% of the cases). Among them, there are 75 nursing officers who have just graduated from the Armed Forces Nursing Academy.

2.  \(2\) Securing bedsThe Korean Armed Forces Medical Command (AFMC) transferred all inpatients of the Armed Forces Daejeon Hospital to other military hospitals on January 29, 2020, immediately after confirming the massive spread of the disease in Korea and made preparations to secure hospital beds for civilians. To date, a total of 399 containment rooms have been secured and 20 patients are being hospitalized; 420 patients have been treated and discharged.

3.  \(3\) Supporting diagnostic tests (real-time PCR) Any new infectious disease outbreak requires epidemiological and diagnostic tests to distinguish between confirmed cases and those in close contact so that they can be isolated at an early stage. Internally, the Armed Force Medical Science Research Institute has secured the rt-PCR ability from February 3, 2020, and has currently been supporting about 9400 tests (average 200 tests per a day) in three laboratories, including the Department of Diagnostic Examination of Armed Forces Capital Hospital.

4.  \(4\) COVID-19 control in the military In the Korean military, screening clinics have been installed in all 13 military hospitals to block the direct influx of coronavirus into the military hospitals and to prevent the spread of the disease in the military. Military personnel with a high risk of SARS-CoV-2 infection have contacted the Military Infection Control Center of AFMC in advance to conduct tests at outdoor mobile laboratories such as "drive-through" or "walk-through" screening clinics and have been self-isolating in their accommodations. Military personnel who tested positive were taken to a special COVID-19 hospital designated by the KCDCP. In addition, a mobile negative pressure device is being used to secure sufficient negative pressure rooms in all military hospitals to prevent the spread of new infection in the military. Despite the vulnerable group life environment, through such efforts, as of April 24, 2020, there have only been 39 (0.36%) cases in the military among the 10,708 domestic confirmed cases.

Military medical staffs all around the world have played a vital role in wars and conflicts as well as in various natural disaster situations. In previous wars and conflicts, we were supportive in battles; however, during this COVID-19 outbreak, we are on the frontline, fighting fiercely against the new infectious disease.

Globally, novel infectious diseases are emerging in shorter cycles, from SARS in 2002 to swine flu in 2009, MERS in 2015, and COVID-19 in 2019. In preparation for the spread of any new infectious disease that could emerge in the future, in a difficult national situation where civilian medical personnel cannot be present at the right place or time, military medical personnel should form the initial response team, securing reserve hospital beds and acting as medical personnel, leading without fear and at the same time continuing their original military duties. This is how our military medical staffs are trained to respond to national calls. I am truly indebted to all of the military medical staffs who are fighting COVID-19 around the world at this time.

Funding {#sec2}
=======

None.

Conflict of interest {#sec3}
====================

There are no conflicts of interest to report.

I wish to express my deep and special appreciation for my wife, Su-Kyeong, my beloved daughter, Anna, and my son, Leo, who were happy to send a husband and father from a family home to respond to a national call. I would also like to thank my old friend Dr. Seung-Hak Lee for helping me share my personal experiences with military personnel around the world.

Lieutenant Colonel Jeong-Gil Kim, MD, MPH

Chief Medical Officer of Armed Forces Yangju Hospital, Armed Forces Medical Command, 460-3, Yongam-ri, Eunhyeon-myeon, Yangju-si, Gyeonggi-do, 11429, Republic of Korea

The views expressed are solely mine and do not reflect the official policy or position of the Republic of Korea Army or the Korean Government.
